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2  K‐8 School  .496   <.001*** 
3 
Teacher Education (Percent MA 
or higher)  .524   <.001*** 
 
related	to	poverty	levels,	being	in	a	K‐8	school,	and	the	education	level	of	teachers.	Teacher	
education	level	replaces	teaching	experience	as	a	significant	predictor	of	student	
performance.	But	as	in	the	case	of	Grade	4	performance,	the	percent	of	students	in	poverty	
in	the	8th	Grade	is	the	single	best	predictor	of	performance.		
Teacher	education	level	also	helps	explain	the	difference	on	performance	at	the	11th	
Grade.	As	shown	in	Table	4,	percent	of	poverty	is	the	single	best	predictor,	followed	by	per	
pupil	regular	instruction	spending,	and	teacher	education	levels.	Together	they	explain	
70%	of	the	difference	in	student	performance	across	school	poverty	levels.	Taken	together		
	
Table 4. Grade 11 Regression 
Regression 
# 
Variable Name  R‐square 
Significance 
Level 
1 
Percent Eligible for Free Reduced 
Lunch 2013  .636   <.001*** 
2 
Per Pupil Spending Regular 
Instruction 2012  .686   <.001*** 
3 
Teacher Education (Percent MA or 
higher)  .702   <.001*** 
	
these	three	regression	analyses	indicate	that	in	terms	of	the	variables	examined	in	this	
study,	poverty	in	clearly	related	to	student	performance.	But	in	addition,	some	other	
factors	are	related	to	student	outcomes.			
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Discussion	
The	goal	of	this	study	was	to	explore	the	relationships	between	school	level	poverty	
found	in	Maine	schools	and	student	academic	performance.	The	evidence	clearly	shows	
that	there	is	a	relationship.	As	the	percent	of	poverty	increases	in	a	school,	student	
performance	declines.	But	the	poverty	level	alone	does	not	explain	the	wide	variations	in	
performance	found	across	the	state.	True,	the	level	of	poverty	in	a	school	is	the	single	best	
predictor	of	student	performance,	but	other	factors	also	play	a	role	in	influencing	student	
achievement.	Some	of	these	factors	include	the	type	of	school	students	are	enrolled	in,	
years	of	teaching	experience,	and	the	education	levels	of	teachers.		
Thus,	the	findings	from	this	study	are	congruent	with	those	found	in	other	studies	of	
school	poverty	and	its	effects	on	student	performance.	Schools	with	higher	levels	of	
poverty	struggle	to	achieve	high	levels	of	student	achievement.	But	some	of	these	higher	
poverty	schools	defy	the	odds.	Even	with	higher	levels	of	poverty	in	their	schools,	they	are	
successful	in	producing	higher	levels	of	student	performance.		
The	findings	from	this	study	also	have	uncovered	what	appear	to	be	two	other	
distinguishing	characteristics	of	higher	poverty	schools.	First,	overall	performance	differs	
in	K‐8	and	middle	schools.	The	negative	relationship	between	poverty	levels	and	
performance	is	weaker	for	K‐8	schools.	More	of	the	higher	poverty	K‐8	schools	are	
performing	better	than	higher	poverty	middle	schools.		
This	finding	is	not	without	precedent.	Several	researchers	in	the	past	have	explored	
the	relationships	between	school	grade	configuration	and	student	performance.	In	most	
cases	these	researchers	have	reached	the	same	conclusion;	school	grade	configuration	
matters,	particularly	for	upper	elementary	middle	school	grades.	For	example,	research	by	
Offenberg	(2001),	and	Coldarci	and	Hancock	(2002)	have	found	that	students	in	K‐8	have	
higher	mathematics	and	reading	achievement.	Similar	results	have	been	found	in	
longitudinal	studies	in	Wisconsin	Simmons	&	Blyth,	1987)	and	Maryland	(Baltimore	City	
Schools,	2001).		
However,	while	the	findings	from	this	study	are	supported	by	other	studies,	it	is	not	
all	together	clear	why	the	results	are	better	for	K‐8	schools.	Some	attribute	it	to	differences	
30	
	
in	student	populations	in	the	two	types	of	school	or	better	attendance	in	K‐8	schools	
(Balfanz,	2002,	Yakimowski	&	Connolly,	2001).	Others	attribute	the	higher	performance	to	
differences	in	teacher	quality	(Paglin	&	Fager,	1997)	and	fewer	school	transitions	(Herman,	
2004;	Simmons	&	Blyth,	1987).	Unfortunately,	it	is	not	possible	within	the	scope	of	this	
study	to	discern	the	causes	for	the	differences	in	Maine	schools.	Further	research	is	needed	
in	this	area.			
A	second	additional	finding	from	this	study	was	that	the	levels	of	poverty	in	schools	
not	only	affected	children	in	poverty	but	also	those	not	in	poverty.	Students	in	higher	
poverty	schools	who	do	not	qualify	for	free	or	reduced	lunches	do	not	perform	as	well	as	
their	cohorts	in	lower	poverty	schools.	This	finding	is	not	without	precedent	either,	but	the	
research	in	this	area	is	by	no	means	voluminous.	The	majority	of	research	in	this	area	
focuses	on	examining	the	effects	on	poverty	children	in	lower	poverty	schools.	However,	a	
small	number	of	researchers	have	examined	what	happens	to	non‐poverty	children	in	
higher	poverty	schools.	Kennedy	(1986)	found	that	non‐poverty	students	in	higher	poverty	
schools	do	not	perform	as	well,	and	Puma,	Jones,	Rock	and	Fernandez	(1993)	found	that	
high	concentrations	of	poverty	in	schools	affect	the	performance	of	all	students.	What	is	
unclear	are	the	causes	of	this	lower	performance	of	non‐poverty	children	in	higher	poverty	
schools.	Some	have	speculated	that	it	is	because	of	peer	or	parental	influences,	lower	
expectations,	weaker	curriculum,	and	teacher	quality	(Kahlenberg,	2002;	Caldas,	1997;	
Hogrebe	&	Tate,	2010;	Palardy,	2008).		The	use	of	free	and	reduced	lunch	eligibility	as	a	
binary	definition	of	poverty	is	also	limiting,	as	it	treats	all	ineligible	students	(with	
household	incomes	greater	than	about	$45,000	for	a	family	of	4)	as	equivalent.		Given	the	
limited	evidence	in	this	important	area,	considerable	more	research	is	needed	to	not	only	
document	more	clearly	the	impacts	of	higher	poverty	schools	on	non‐poverty	children,	but	
also	to	establish	a	much	deeper	understanding	of	the	causes	of	these	impacts.			
Without	question,	the	evidence	examined	in	this	study	indicates	that	levels	of	school	
poverty	and	student	achievement	are	related.	The	magnitude	of	the	relationship	varies,	and	
other	factors	are	related	to	poverty	and	achievement,	but	the	single	best	predictor	of	
performance	is	school	poverty	level.	The	good	news	is	that	there	are	schools	at	all	levels	
that	defy	the	odds.	Student	achievement	is	better	than	predicted	in	spite	of	school	poverty	
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levels.	These	schools	may	provide	good	models	for	other	schools	to	emulate.	In	addition,	
the	evidence	from	this	study	indicates	that	there	is	more	to	learn	about	the	performance	of	
some	types	of	school	configurations	(i.e.,	K‐8	schools)	and	the	performance	of	non‐poverty	
children	in	higher	poverty	schools.
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Appendix A 
Figure 6. K ‐ 8 School Letter Grades 
 
 
 
Figure 7. Middle School Letter Grades 
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Figure 8. High School Letter Grades 
Percent Free or Reduced Lunch
	
Key:
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Appendix B 
Figure 6. K‐8 Schools Performance by Poverty 
 
 
 
Figure 7. Middle School Performance by Poverty 
(Grade 8 Reading and Math School Average Scale Score) 
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Figure 8. High School Performance by Poverty 
(Grade 11 Reading and Math School Average Scale Score) 
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Appendix C 
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